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You’ve Never Read Aristotle

Volume 21, Number 3

And Probably Never Will
Is Philosophy Cultural?
by Zak Davis
zd00956@georgiasouthern.edu

In a recent New York Times article,
J. Garfield and B. Van Norden’s If
Philosophy Won’t Diversify, Let’s Call
It What It Really Is, out of 118
doctoral programs in the US and
Canada there are only 11 offering
courses of study in Chinese
philosophy. The results were worse
for other subsections of philosophy,
with much of the globe not covered
at all. This brings up two questions,
“Is philosophy cultural?” And “Is
there value in bringing in other
voices if it is just cultural?”
Why This is Important
 The Western thought vs. Eastern
thought issue is not about simple
inclusion but the effect of diversity of
thought.
 Knowledge has been lost and
rediscovered in the past leading to
shifts in thinking that have kick-offed
revolutions and defined major
historical periods.

The answers of yes and no are too
narrow to be the final answer.
Answers depend on the array of
philosophy to be found in every
culture and society: the nature of
the divine, development of logic, a
striving for rationality and a rational
world, explaining of morality in a
logical manner, and, finally, the
seeking of knowledge and wisdom.
The questions and answers that
Chuang-tzu, an influential Chinese
philosopher who lived around the
4th century BC, asks and gives about
tastes and aesthetics mirror those of
Hume, namely in that they are
subjective.
Comparably, it has been noted by
a few that the works of Descartes,
namely Meditations, mirrors the
work of Zera Yacob’s Hatata. In
both, the two men each noted that
reason and intellect were what was
to lead humanity forward. Both men
were skeptical of God and each were
philosophers of the Enlightenment.
They were men of science, but only
one would go on to shape the
modern world, Descartes. The
Hatata itself wasn’t even translated

into English until recently, and
scholarship on it pales in comparison
to Descartes’ Meditations.
When a philosophy student reads
the Nicomachean Ethics, who are
they reading? It’s can’t be Aristotle,
because the clear majority of
modern readers do not read Koine
Greek. Those students are, instead,
reading the words of Ross or
Spinoza, translators who themselves
used the words of Averroes, and so
on and so forth. We cannot, with
certainty, say we are accurately
reading the words of Aristotle as he
meant them. The words Aristotle
says that Socrates or Plato states,
can we say they are accurate, or is it
simply hearsay and tall tales? This
starts to delve into language, where,
say, a modern English speaker can
say they know that the word
anviksiki means science and reason,
and the English speaker can know,
with good certainty that comes with
what others more experienced in
Sanskrit have told him, that it is not
the equivalent word to philosophy.
They cannot, however, say that they
did not serve the same function.
These four examples, two of
actual works and two of language,
show that there isn’t a yes or no
answer to the question of “Is
philosophy cultural?” These
questions have transcended cultures
and time, showing that mankind, no

matter where he is, is curious about
his world, and will always seek to
explain it. Often, he will fall to
religion, but just as often, he will
seek to explain it rationally, with or
without a deity. These are all
elements of and thus in the realm of
philosophy. This isn’t to say that all
societies will come to the same
answers or even have the same
questions, but that they will all
shoot the correct azimuth, because
philosophy is a sharpening of the
mind that is not relegated to culture.
The Western Tradition, and the
entire field of philosophy, can only
improve itself if it seeks out its
brothers and sisters from around the
world.

The Philosophical Discussion Group
invites you for pizza and discussion
on Monday, February 11th @ 5:15 in
Gamble 226
Contact Morgan Anderson with comments
or questions
ma07789@georgiasouthern.edu

